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Over the last few weeks, I've noticed a considerable amount of attention
focused on Generation Y from both the media and business world. The May
20 issue of Time Magazine led with a cover story labelling them the ‘Me, Me,
Me® generation: narcissistic, fame-obsessed, and self interested;
Meanwhile PwC reported findings from a comprehensive Next Gen study of
its Gen Y employees — a cohort that will make up around 80% of its workforce
within the next three years.

This recent focus on Gen Y reflects a building sense of nervousness around
how this generation, the biggest since the Baby Boomers, will reshape work.
It’s a nervousness I've felt from the HR leaders in my executive programme at
LBS who often despair that this generation just aren’t accepting ‘the way
things are done around here,” and are instead challenging long-standing
processes and practices.

But is this anxiety justified? Are Gen Y really so
different from their predecessors? And, if they are,
do organisations need to change to accommodate
them?

Here are three paradoxes I've uncovered that can
help us answer those questions.
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Short-term focus, but equally committed —
Gen Y are fast movers. We know they will change
jobs, and perhaps even entire careers, many times

in their long working lives. This is a stark contrast
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with the ‘job for life’ career pattern of their Baby

Boomer parents, and the HR leaders at my

n & ‘ executive programme. It also shows their desire for

. e meaningful, stimulating work from day one, and
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aBuier This focus on short-term success is sometimes used

to depict Gen Y as less committed to work than their

Gen X and Baby Boomer peers. Yet this stereotype
is certainly not true of those surveyed in the Next Gen study. According
to Dennis Finn, Global Human Capital Leader at PwC, ‘this generation is as
engaged, committed and prepared to work as hard as previous generations’.
They don’t mind working. They just think there are better ways to work.

Tech savvy, but value face-to-face - Gen Y is known for its intensive use
of social media and virtual communication. In the USA, this generation send
and receive around 88 texts a day according to research by Pew, and 70%
check their phones every hour. With these statistics in hand it’s easy to view
this generation as happy to conduct their lives, both professional and private,
exclusively through their phones, iPads and laptops. But PwC’s research tells
us that Gen Y’s aptitude for electronic communication augments rather than
replaces face-to-face interaction. Particularly when it comes to performance

and career discussions where personal interactions are still the preferred
method.

Require recognition, but not necessarily more trophies - Time
Magazine rather negatively dubs Gen Y the ‘trophy generation’ who, as a
result of receiving too many participation trophies as children, have a sense of
entitlement far beyond that of their older peers. It’s easy to see where this
assumption comes from. Just look at games such as Call of Duty and World of
Warcraft, which provide satisfying rewards for every action the player takes.
So, it should come as no surprise that, according to a study cited by Time

Magazine, 40% of Gen Y believes they should be promoted every two years,
regardless of performance.

But again, this may be misinterpreting the issue. We know Gen Y place an real
emphasis on continual learning, and the drive for regular promotion should
not be confused with the desire for regular feedback, which many see as a vital
part of their personal and career development. Though a visual indicator of

progression, promotion does not always bring with it greater learning
opportunities.

So, what do organisations do about these paradoxes and how can they truly
understand what drives their Gen Ys? PwC’s Next Gen report has a few
recommendations, but one stands out to me as particularly important for this
fast-moving, tech-savvy group: ‘Invest time, resources and energy to listen
and stay connected with your people’. If there’s one thing we know for sure
about this generation, it’s that they like to have their voices heard, and to feel
empowered. Whether in the virtual or real world, perhaps the key to
understanding this generation and knowing how to engage them is to simply
listen to them.

Many of the insights from PwC’s NextGen study came out of Hot
Spots Movement FoWlab jam methodology. Have a look at
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